
The Building 

Ogdensburg had limited access libraries dating back to 1828, but its first stand alone wholly dedicated build-

ing was occupied in 1895 after George C Clark offered his palatial summer mansion to the city for $35,000. It 

cost $100,000 to build in 1886 (comparable to over $3 million today). The Clark Mansion was described in a 

contemporary newspaper account as having richly appointed rooms finished in black walnut, cherry, red oak 

and white maple.   

Spectacular as it was, the building was not built for four season occupancy and its layout was awkward for 

library use. Around 1914 plans began to replace the Clark Mansion with a true library building. Two im-

portant philanthropists paid most of the cost: George Hall and John C Howard, both close friends of Frederic 

Remington who lived in the city as a boy.   

In 1914, some years after Remington’s passing, his widow Eva offered his “Indian collection” and many of his 

artworks to the city via the library. At that time the Indian collection was considered more valuable than the 

artwork. There were 322 pieces in the Indian collection; the artwork comprised 17 bronzes and twenty 

paintings. Now the planners had to decide where to display the Remington collection and where to put the 

new library. Then came WWI and George Hall’s passing which delayed construction until 1921. When Hall’s 

estate was settled, his home, the former Parish Mansion, was modified to accept the Remington collection. 

The new library building was designed by renowned architect Edward Lippincott Tilton. About 100 libraries in 

the United States as well as the US Immigration Station on Ellis Island are Tilton designs. None of them look 

remotely like ours. That’s because its design is based on a sketch of the Greek Revival mansion that was built 

there around 1840 for Joseph Rosseel. It was a low white stucco home with columns, situated across the 

street from the Parish Mansion (now the Remington Museum) within a thick grove of trees. The property had 

beautiful gardens and a wharf on the St Lawrence where a windmill pumped fresh water up to the house.  

That building was torn down and replaced with the Victorian style Clark Mansion in 1886, still constructed on 

the original Rosseel foundation from 1840. In 1921 construction began of a true library building, also on the 

1840 Rosseel foundation.  
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Completion was scheduled for February 

1922 but disaster struck early Thanksgiv-

ing Day, 1921 when a passerby saw the 

structure was ablaze. The central part of 

the building was a total loss, though the 

building’s wings survived. To this day 

scorched timbers in the attic abutting the 

wings and on the basement ceiling may be 

seen.  Fortunately, the loss was insured, 

but rebuilding took another eight months. 

The Remington collection had been in 

storage in the basement, and suffered 

some water damage. It would be another 

nine months before its permanent home across the street was ready to open to the public.     

The years after its prosperous launch 

were followed by the depression and 

the need to reduce expenses. The li-

brary board minutes record salary cuts 

of 5% in 1933 for all city employees 

earning more than $1,000 per year 

($20,500 today). Through the years the 

library met offsite needs with lending 

locations for patrons, such as the Psych 

Center and Belmont Courts. Today 

there are five remote “Little Libraries” 

around the city where folks can take 

and leave books for all to share. 

In the century that followed, the library has been served by seventeen heads, up to the incumbent, Ms Penny 

Kerfien. Lending materials have expanded from books and magazines to videos, ebooks, audiobooks, fishing 

equipment, and cake pans! A variety of children’s programs provide fun and educational experiences in a 

safe environment. As we begin our second century serving the community the Ogdensburg Public Library and 

its Friends look forward to more rewarding experiences for all. 

Rosseel Mansion by Frank Rosseel 

Clark Mansion 
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The People 

Two great philanthropists deserve most of the credit for funding our unique library building, which first 

opened its doors to the public on October 21, 1922. These two – George Hall and John Howard - amassed 

substantial fortunes working together from Ogdensburg. They did it in coal and river transport logistics.  

George Hall (1847 – 1919) led a remarkable life. He was 

born in Sackets Harbor, and when he was 12 his well- to-do 

father bought the sole telegraph line between that village 

and Watertown. George and his older brother Henry (more 

on him later) both learned the telegrapher’s art. In those 

days speedy and accurate operators were in feverish de-

mand and were paid handsomely. A ten word message 

cost $7.50 (about $170). When George was 14 his brother 

Harold moved to Ogdensburg and got involved in the richly 

rewarding business of moving coal throughout the region, 

leaving George as the sole telegrapher conveying messages 

from Sackets to Watertown. George advanced his career as 

a telegrapher, and did important work relaying messages 

during the Civil War. He was employed in Albany, Buffalo, 

and notably Ogdensburg, where several busy brokerage 

offices dealt in gold and silver. By 1872 he had a prestig-

ious job working for Western Union in New York City. In 

January of that year his brother Henry was killed in a freak 

accident when a jilted lover shot at another man. George 

was called to Ogdensburg to take Harold’s place in the coal business. He had not yet turned 25. Over the next 

decades his business grew rapidly, making George Hall one of the wealthiest men in the region on either side 

of the border. He added to his coal shipping business with notable investments in banking. He had a keen in-

terest in Ogdensburg’s civic affairs and served three terms as mayor as well as on various charitable boards. 

His public gifts were many and generous including $100,000 to the hospital ($3.4m), funding of the George 

Hall Trade School $100,000 ($1.5m) and, of course, half of the cost of our library and his home for The Re-

mington Art Memorial. His son-in-law was Walter Guest Kellogg, author of “Parish’s Fancy”. With John C 

Howard among those at his bedside, Mr. Hall passed away June 24, 1919 at age 79 from pneumonia. He is 

buried at the Ogdensburg Cemetery.   

George Hall 



 FRIENDS OF THE OGDENSBURG PUBLIC LIBRARY                       Fall Special 2022 

John C Howard was born in Heuvelton (1860-1940). He was educated there 

and in Ogdensburg where he became lifelong friends with Frederic Reming-

ton. He took a one year course at the Potsdam Normal School followed by a 

year employed by a bank in New York. At age twenty he returned to Ogdens-

burg and went to work for the George Hall Coal Company. He worked his way 

through the ranks to become president of that firm upon George Hall’s pass-

ing. He invested in several banks and was a generous contributor to many 

charities and local civic organizations. He funded the beautiful St John’s Epis-

copal Manse on Franklin Street. He was a driving force in setting up a bridge 

to Canada for our region. It’s unlikely The Remington Memorial or our beauti-

ful library building would be as they are without John Howard. He recalled the 

original Rosseel Mansion of his youth and asked artist Frank Rosseel for a 

sketch that could be the basis of architect Tilton’s design. 

A vignette of John Howard and his friend Frederic Remington from the biography by 

Peggy and Harold Samuels:  In 1901 when Fred’s popularity was soaring he was 

commissioned by Colliers’ Magazine to produce a series of images, “Western 

Types”, that would be reproduced in color prints for the commercial market. Fred 

got to sell the originals at New York art galleries. Howard had watched Remington 

painting a particular work, “The Cowboy”, at his summer island home and liked it a 

great deal. He asked “Rem” to purchase the work and was shocked to hear the 

price was $2,500 ($88,000) while the real market was closer to $1,000 ($35,000) 

selling from the gallery to complete strangers. The artist urged him to buy the work, 

and he reluctantly wrote out a check. Months passed and to John Howard’s annoy-

ance his check hadn’t cleared the bank. He complained to his friend, who always 

had excuses and promised to clear the matter up. One night sitting in Remington’s studio after a fine meal 

Remington took a small piece of paper from his desk, rolled it into a “spill” to light their cigars and holding it 

until it was ash said, “There you are, John. Now I’ve deposited your damned check!” 

Howard’s Ogdensburg residence is now the site of Frary’s Funeral Home on Caroline Street. John Howard was 

tragically killed, age 79, when crushed by a railroad boxcar near his winter home in Dunedin FL. Few of us  

enjoy the bounty that Hall and Howard realized in their lifetimes, but we can all be grateful and inspired by 

their public service and glorious generosity to support worthy causes any way we are able.  

John C Howard 

The Cowboy 
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Summer Fun at Old River Fest 

The Friends offered a popular “Rain Gutter Regatta” in early 

September where youthful sailors and pirates built and 

raced their own rigs. Special thanks to Chris Becker, Paula 

Jacques, Mark Matthews, Ann Lesperance, Thomas Robarge 

and Director Penny for making it happen.   

Friends Week 

Our centennial falls within National Friends of the Library 

Week. This group of volunteers helps raise money and con-

duct a number of library functions. Established in 1983, our 

Friends of the Ogdensburg Public Library group has raised 

and distributed over $250,000 to the library over the years. 

These funds helped provide children’s programming, new 

furniture, new and emerging technology, and support staff 

training. In addition, the Friends have rallied with critical 

community outreach to advocate for adequate library fund-

ing. We always welcome new members - it’s a wonderful 

way to get acquainted with new friends and reconnect with 

old. Please consider getting involved! 

October 15 – 22, 2022 is the 17th Annual National Friends of Libraries Week, and on Friday, October 21 we 

will be observing the centennial of the completed construction and opening of our beautiful building at 312 

Washington Street. Plans are still in flux as we go to press, but here is our tentative schedule for the week as 

of now: 

Oct 15, 16, 10 am - 5 pm - L. L. Bean Bootmobile and special sales in Library Park 

Oct 17, 7 pm - Ogdensburg Historian Julie Madlin “Treasures of the Library” 

Oct 19, 4 pm -  7 pm Author Barbara Briggs Ward, book signing of Velvet Snowflakes 

October 19 – 21 - Fall Book Sale  

Oct 21 - Quilt Raffle Drawing  (Raffle tickets still available at the library)         

Oct 21, 7 pm – 9 pm Giroux Jazz Combo 
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Great Gatsby 

The Great Gatsby! This American classic, a core part of high school curricula and a 
touchstone of America culture, is widely considered to be the Great American Nov-
el. Here is the most famous book cover in all American literature. When artist Fran-
cis Cugat was first commissioned for the work in 1924, the novel was still incom-
plete. F Scott Fitzgerald saw this image and said he “wrote the cover into the book”.   

Francis Cugat was paid $100 ($1,500). The eyes of the female are comprised of tiny 
nude figures, rather risqué for the day. The original Cugat gouache (opaque water-
color) artwork forms part of the Princeton University Library for the Graphic Arts  
Collection and was rescued from a bin comprising publishing ‘dead matter’. The 
artist was older brother to famous bandleader Xavier Cugat.   

Library Survey 

The Ogdensburg community rescued the library from likely demise when it voted two to one to provide fund-
ing through the school district. All of its patrons are deeply grateful and eager to strengthen our community 
bond. To that end we will offer a survey to help us learn how we can improve community service. It takes just 
a few minutes to complete. It will be released during Friends Week. If you and/or your children enjoy the li-
brary, please take a moment to complete the survey and assist us in tailoring the library to the needs of the 
community.  

Fall Book Sale Help Needed 

Our popular book sale returns in October. We appreciate the Friends who faithfully work the book sales. 
Please consider donating a two hour shift for the upcoming fall sale. This 
will coincide with National Friends of the Library Week. We will be sched-
uling for set-up on Wednesday, October 19 at 10 am in the auditorium, 
the three days of the sale, October 19-21 in both the auditorium and the 
bookstore, and pack up on Monday,  
October 24. All hands are welcome! Both set-up and pack up must be 
completed in one day, so many volunteers are needed. Both these jobs 
have fallen to fewer than 5 people; more volunteers will finish the job in a 
jiffy. Please mark your calendar for October 19-21 and 24. 

Did you know? 

The earliest evidence of writing is over 3,500 years old. 
Most people lived without it for a few more millennia. Only 
in the 1940s did humankind pass a literacy rate of 50%. 


